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THE VALUE AND DANGER OF THE STUDY OF 
COMPARATIVE RELIGION. 



By The Reverend Frank N. Riale, Ph.D., 
Independence, Iowa. 



The value of the study of Comparative Religion lies in its giving a more 
perfect understanding of Christianity 's relation to the other faiths. — Also light 
thrown on the early beliefs of the Hebrews and their modifications. — Its aid in 
foreign mission work. — Danger in it when taken up by an unprepared student. 
— When studied from the intellectual point of view alone. — When imperfect 
analogies are pressed. — Danger of a loss of spiritual energy. 

Because "comparisons are odious," many think that Compar- 
ative Religion is the devil's chapel set up alongside the temple 
of gospel truth. But this is only a first impression, which 
soon gives way to the second and more sober thought. It is the 
new science that has come to stay — come not to sojourn, but 
abide for evermore. Although yesterday little larger than a man's 
hand, it today has the promise of eclipsing all the rest, and again 
making theology the "queen of the sciences," though in a far 
grander sense than the scholastic ever thought. College after 
college is founding a chair for it ; while theological seminaries 
everywhere are rapidly giving it a place in the requirements of 
the course. But just because it is so big with promise when 
used aright, is it freighted with the greatest danger when used 
amiss. For this reason we should be keenly alert from the out- 
set as to both the value and danger of the study upon a living 
and active Christian belief. 

Perhaps the first and greatest value to be derived from the 
new science is a more perfect understanding of the relation of 
Christianity to the world's other faiths. No longer can we feel 
that Christianity came entirely to us as the Palladium to the 
Greeks or the Stone of Scone to the Scots — dropped down from 
the skies by some of the angels of paradise. 
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There is a natural as well as a supernatural side to the religion 
of Jesus, just as truly as there is a human as well as a divine side 
to the person of the blessed Christ. Comparative religion aims 
to more perfectly understand this first factor, which hitherto has 
been enshrouded with so much darkness and practically felt to be 
unimportant truth. But in this age, when everything is thought of 
in terms of life, we feel there must be some vital relation between 
the religion of Jesus and other faiths, just as surely as it is now 
so clearly seen that man is most vitally related to the various 
forms of life about him. What this consists of is the great ques- 
tion that every earnest seeker after the whole truth asks, and 
will not rest till he find a greater freedom in a larger belief than 
we now possess. 

Hitherto we have left this rich vein of truth to be worked 
almost entirely by those who could not by the power of the Holy 
Spirit call Jesus the son of the Highest ; and the results have 
often failed to meet the demands of an earnest Christian heart. 
Is it not time that the evangelical workers of Christendom should 
try more fully to understand the natural as well as the supernatural 
side of the universal faith, for we need to understand it fully as 
much as, if not more than, the humanity of Jesus Christ. 

The first great value then of Comparative Religion seems to 
be that it enables us better to understand how God was at work, 
through all and in all human hearts, working according to His 
own good pleasure, till He brought forth, in the fullness of time, 
the one that should be the express image of Himself — the 
Immanuel, God with us. Thus we will more clearly see how that 
out of the womb of time the Messiah came to save us from our 
lost estate. 

Another great value of the study lies in the marvelous flood 
of light it throws on the early Old Testament beliefs that lie at 
the basis of the Christian faith and the subsequent dogmatic and 
ecclesiastical structures that the Christian centuries have reared 
upon it. Every one who heard Madam von Finkelstein, that 
maid of the desert, the daughter of a Bedouin sheikh, will recall 
with the greatest delight the new meaning that was put on por- 
tions of the Old Testament by the side-lights which her picturing 
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of the oriental desert life gave us. Mr. Trumbull's most 
excellent little volume on the " Blood Covenant " is another most 
valuable contribution of the same sort. But these are but faint 
prophetic voices crying in the wilderness, heralding the purpose 
and work of the coming science that is destined to throw such 
worlds of light upon many of the dark mysteries that lie at the foun- 
dations of the Christian belief. It is to give a histology to the 
facts of Bible theology, as essential for the welfare of the 
spiritual life as that same study is in the keeping of our bodily 
health. Such study has already thrown much light on that all 
important fact of the atonement. The work as it goes on may 
sometimes change our theories of the great pivotal facts of a liv- 
ing faith, and doubtless will, but it will be a change always to 
end in a deepening of the abiding presence of the only source of 
eternal life. The Sun of righteousness will not be dimmed by our 
change of conception of Him, any more than the sun of the 
heavens by the change in the scientific theories of solar heat. 
On the other hand, Christ's light will be more real to us, for with 
a deepening of the understanding there will always come a better 
application of him to the needs of daily life. 

Above all else, Comparative Religion will be a most valuable 
aid to the foreign mission work. Dr. Kellogg once said to me 
that one of the most lamentable things he had to contend with 
in the India work was the failure of so many who came upon the 
field to comprehend and appreciate the masterly mind of the 
educated Hindu and the subtlety and intricacy of the Orient's 
best thought. For this very reason the missionary often failed 
to command the respect of the very ones that he hoped most to 
reach. Surely if Christianity is a warfare, we ought to know 
something of the strategic position, military equipment and com- 
manding ability of those we are fighting against, and know it 
before we are drawn up for the fight. It is a sad fact that too 
much of our mission work has been a reckless wasting of 
money and most valuable lives simply because we have neglected 
this pre-requisite for the field work. We certainly can best reach 
the hearts of those we would win to Christ by first putting our- 
selves in their places, and so know from actual experience the 
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"Achilles' heel" and vulnerable points of the faiths that make them 
faithless. By re-thinking their thoughts can we most easily find 
where is the aching void of their religion that only Christ can 
fill. Thus can we find in their heart-music the lost chord that 
only the song of redeeming love can give. This is the way 
Paul preached the unsearchable riches on Mars Hill, in his 
mission to the cultured of the earth. The "Unknown God " was 
the only vulnerable point of the Greek faith, and the only open 
door by which Christianity could enter the Greek heart. 

The dangers attending this study are as great as its benefits, 
hence the greatest caution should be ever used by all who take 
it up. Perhaps the foremost danger is the use of the science in 
the hands of a novice. Comparative Religion deals with the 
most important and most vital of all facts of the human life, that 
of the human heart. If Paul was right in thinking the practical 
preaching of the gospel truth should not be undertaken by those 
untried in the faith, and the Christian church is right in feeling 
that the most thorough preparation of mind as well as heart 
should be ever the requisites of those who are to proclaim 
the unsearchable riches of Christ ; surely it does seem that 
long and most faithful work should ever be the sine qua 
non of all those seeking to solve scientifically the religious 
problems of the race. He who uses the scalpel in spiritual 
surgery must not be one of untried nerves and without experi- 
ence, especially when it comes to cutting so near to the vital 
centers of our mysterious being. The hasty practical conclusions 
from half-truths in this science have brought to an untimely end 
many a promising young life that was devoted to the service of 
Christ. 

Another danger is in making the study a purely intellectual 
science. The head alone can never solve the great problem of 
religion ; indeed the prime requisites for this are not qualities of 
mind but of the heart. He who would handle holy things, must 
do so with clean hands and a pure heart ; for only such can see 
God as he reveals himself in the religious life. Perhaps nothing 
has brought this new science so into disrepute in some religious 
quarters, as simply the fact that the most prominent workers 
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have seemed to feel that the only requirement for it was an intel- 
lectual equipment. The French have taken the greatest strides 
in the new field, and almost without exception the spiritual factor 
has been left out of the equation of their work, hence the results 
have been such as to be almost shocking to evangelical truth. 
Though they have killed the hen, they are as far as ever from 
revealing the secret of the golden egg. 

Another great danger is in following wrong or imperfect 
analogies in our search for the truth. They say a man is known 
by the company he keeps ; but in all spiritual investigations one's 
very heart-life depends on the analogy he " works." No analogy, 
however good, as the Greeks say, walks on all four feet, hence 
we cannot be too careful about not using the "fourth foot." 
Spinoza with all his brilliant coterie of followers, on both sides 
the sea, were lost in the great Black Forests of religious doubt, 
largely because they pressed a good analogy at its weakest point. 
The rapid advance in mathematical study seemed to them to 
make mathematical formulae so well illustrate many of the relations 
of the Almighty to the world about that they seemed to think 
that it could be pressed at every point, hence came the direful 
results of the Pantheistic unbelief. 

Our fair nation nearly lost its life a score and a half years ago, 
simply because the North and South used different analogies to 
represent the civil life, each pressing its own to the bitter end that 
brought on the mighty strife. Most of the fierce conflicts that 
Comparative Religion has brought about in Christian apologetics 
have been largely due to pressing analogies between the physical 
and spiritual life, just at those points where they failed to illus- 
trate, and hence should not be pressed. 

The last danger that I wish to refer to, is the loss of spiritual 
energy that is liable to come to the workers in this field of 
research. 

This is almost a universal experience, at first, to all who take 
up the work. We are so carried away by the study of the won- 
derful mechanism of the world's religious life, that we lose, or 
forget to use, those means that hitherto have given the spiritual 
dynamic to life Let us not forget that mechanism, though 
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everywhere essential, is everywhere subordinate to the energy 
that operates it. Though we have all the wisdom that the ages 
may bring forth as to the way God works upon human hearts, as 
he makes for righteousness : but have not the love within us by 
which he works, our science will have been our destruction, in 
place of the means of making us know him more perfectly, 
whom to know aright is eternal life. 

These suggestions and cautions aim to be but a few finger- 
boards and danger-signals to guide the feet of the seeker after 
truth in these new walks, and keep his feet from falling into those 
places in which so many have met their spiritual death. But in 
spite of its dangers let us welcome the new science, coming with 
such good news to us ; for who knoweth but that it is sent " to 
the kingdom for such a time as this." 



